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Abstract: Bilingual education has become increasingly popular in China, with a
subsequent growth in research, particularly research with a qualitative component
that examines learners’ and teachers’ experiences and perspectives. These studies
have mostly been conducted in individual classroom settings where contexts and
learners differ, making findings less transferrable to other educational settings. To
address this need, we conducted a qualitative synthesis of research that aims to
provide a holistic and rich description of bilingual education in China. Our focus is on
the implementation of bilingual education in different educational contexts,
learners’ and teachers’ perceptions of bilingual education, and the research in-
struments used for the evaluation of bilingual education. Following a discipline-
specific methodological framework for conducting qualitative research synthesis
(Chong, Sin Wang & Luke Plonsky. 2021. A primer on qualitative research synthesis in
TESOL. TESOL Quarterly 55(3). 1024-1034), we identified suitable studies using a pre-
determined search string within various databases. Search results were screened
based on a set of inclusion criteria and relevant information was extracted from the
included studies using a piloted data extraction form. The extracted data were
synthesised using grounded theory to identify new themes and sub-themes. Our
findings point to the need for more fine-grained classifications of bilingual education
models, despite the fact that Chinese learners generally show positive attitudes
towards bilingual education. The study ends with an analysis of limitations, as well as
recommendations for future research and practice.
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1 Introduction

Bilingual education refers to the use of two languages as the media of instruction
(Garcia 2009). The reason bilingual education is prevalent nowadays is twofold:
globalization creates needs for bilinguals who are proficient users of more than one
language; bilingual education facilitates intercultural communication and widens
the cognitive capacity of individuals (Jawad 2021). The rise of Chinese bilingual
education stemmed from its open-door policy in 1978 (Gao and Wang 2017). At that
time, English was taught as a subject, but learners were incapable of using the
language in real-life contexts. Thus, there was growing dissatisfaction with the
traditional methods of English language teaching in China, which predominantly
used the first language (L1) of learners. Under the influence of bilingual education
implementation in other countries, for example, immersion in Canada and dual-way
bilingual education in the United States, China began to adopt and adapt various
models of bilingual education. Simultaneously, the Ministry of Education (MOE)
called for a reform in English language teaching in universities to improve the
communication skills of university learners by promoting bilingual education in
China (MOE 2005). In 2021, MOE amended the education law, which mentioned that
schools and institutions in ethnic autonomous regions and ethnic minorities should
use indigenous languages to implement bilingual education while the government
would provide additional support for minority learners.

Although the implementation of bilingual education varies across China,
research remains piecemeal, especially regarding learners’ and teachers’ experi-
ences. Thus, there is a need for a qualitative synthesis of research findings that
focuses on issues pertaining to implementation (how bilingual education is imple-
mented by teachers and experienced by learners), perceptions (learners’ and
teachers’ attitudes towards bilingual education), and evaluation (research tools used
to evaluate the effectiveness of bilingual education) of hilingual education in China.
These issues will be discussed in light of the synthesised findings.

2 Literature review
2.1 Defining ‘bilingual education’

Garcia and Lin (2017) define bilingual education as the use of diverse languages to
teach. Jawad (2021) put forward the Separate Underlying Proficiency and Common
Underlying Proficiency models to refer to the interrelationship between the two
languages used by bilinguals. The separate Underlying Proficiency model, which
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influenced the early development of bilingual education, posits that bilinguals’
proficiency and knowledge of the two languages are discrete entities, each with a
limited capacity for storage, while the Common Underlying Proficiency model,
representing a more dynamic view towards the confluence between the use of two
languages by bilinguals, indicates that the two languages are inseparable from a
cognitive perspective.

A few terms are usually confused with bilingual education, for example, trilin-
gualism, multilingualism, monolingualism, and plurilingualism. Monolingualism refers
to speaking only one language or having active knowledge of one language and passive
knowledge of other languages (Ellis 2006). Multilingualism could be seen as an in-
dividual’s ability and language use in society (Edwards 2012). According to Cenoz (2013),
multilingualism can include bilingualism and trilingualism. Piccardo (2018) mentioned
multilingualism refers to the knowledge of multiple languages in society. Plurilingualism
means that individuals could acquire languages simultaneously from exposure to
multiple languages, and it is also sometimes defined as individual multilingualism
(Cenoz 2013). Piccardo (2018) mentioned that plurilingualism is the interrelation between
languages associated with dynamic language acquisition. In other words, a classroom
with learners speaking different mother tongues is multilingual, while a class where
teachers and learners adopt strategies that celebrate linguistic diversity to maximize
communication is a plurilingual classroom (Piccardo 2018). Trilingualism is a branch and
extension of bilingualism (Anastassiou et al. 2017), which refers to multilingual speakers
gradually obtaining the ability to communicate in different languages. For example,
people being exposed to three languages from birth and being able to use three lan-
guages in writing and orally can be called trilingual. Hoffmann (2001) mentioned that
there is no clear distinction between bilingualism and multilingualism, and multilin-
gualism can be seen as a variant of hilingualism. However, Aronin (2005) indicated that
the notions of trilingualism and multilingualism are interchangeable. Dewaele (2015)
indicated that people who learn a variety of languages may develop multicompetence.
Specifically, grammatical and lexical competence of a learner may be influenced by
multicompetence (Dewaele 2015). In terms of cultural awareness, bilinguals and multi-
lingual are more receptive to cultural differences than monolinguals.

2.2 Bilingual education practices in the U.S., Canada, and China

Whilst bilingual education is adopted in different ways in many countries around the
world, the U.S. and Canada are the pioneers in bilingual education and their models
serve as the foundation for various forms of bilingual education in other countries. In
Canada, immersion refers to the creation of a learning environment that is rich in the
target language; however, the use of L1 is still acceptable in immersion. Ultimately,
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immersion does not expect learners to develop native-like competence in the target
language (Beardsmore 1995). Dicks and Genesee (2017) discussed three forms of im-
mersion in Canada: French immersion, heritage language programs, and indigenous
language programs. French immersion is for both the majority of learners speaking
English and learners with minority backgrounds (Dicks and Genesee 2017). French
immersion is popular in Canada because French and English are the official languages
of the country and they are protected in the education system since the adoption of the
Multiculturalism Act of 1988 (Dicks and Genesee 2017).

Regarding bilingual education in the U.S., dual language immersion programs are
usually adopted to provide equitable education for ethnic minorities (Bybee et al. 2014;
Collier 1995). Osorio-O’Dea (2001) compared different bilingual education programs in
the U.S. including English as a second language immersion, and transitional and two-
way bilingual education. In terms of bilingual education in China, Lin (1997) and Geary
and Pan (2003), investigated bilingual education policies and practices for Chinese
ethnic minorities. Similarly, Gao and Wang (2017) discussed two types of bilingual
education programs in China. They are the government-led bilingual education pro-
grams for ethnic minorities and the Chinese-English bilingual education programs
(Gao and Ren 2019; Gao and Wang 2017). However, the studies above about bilingual
education in China only mentioned little about the preferences for bilingual education
models. Although the number of studies on bilingual education in China has been on
the rise in recent years, most of them only focus on a specific region (e.g., Shanghai in
Wei 2013). It remains unclear how bilingual education is implemented in different
regions in China. Equally, a thorough understanding of how Chinese teachers and
learners think about hilingual education remains to be unravelled. Thus, our review
intends to address these gaps and shed light on the preferences for bilingual education
models, and perceptions of teachers and learners towards bilingual education in China.

3 Methodology

We adopted a qualitative synthesis of research as the methodology of this review
(Chong and Plonsky 2021; Chong and Reinders 2021; Chong et al. 2023 in this special
issue). The rationale for its adoption is that the 16 included publications are small-
scale studies, making findings in these studies less transferrable due to the limited
number of interviews and the small sample size. Despite the insightfulness of the
findings of these studies, their ability to shed new light on bhilingual education within
other contexts is limited. Additionally, qualitative synthesis of research is a sys-
tematic and rigorous methodology to provide a reliable representation of the state-
of-the-art of a research topic using a systematic approach (Chong and Reinders 2021).
The rationale for synthesising qualitative data is that it can provide a rich description
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Figure 1: A methodological framework for conducting qualitative research synthesis in TESOL (Chong
and Plonsky 2021, p. 1027).

of the current situation of bilingual education in China, as well as on the perceptions
of different stakeholders, such as teachers and learners.

To assure quality in the process of synthesis, the first author kept a researcher
loghook to record the disagreements and how we resolved them, which not only
shows reflexivity but also acts as a mechanism to ensure the quality in each stage (see
Supplementary Material online). Reflexivity is what we intended to highlight in the
process, which is concerned with what we disagreed, why we disagreed, and how we
resolved the disagreement. A reflexive approach, in our opinion, is a much richer and
more informative approach than calculating inter-coder reliability.

For the present study, we drew on a methodological framework for conducting
qualitative research synthesis in TESOL (Chong and Plonsky 2021; see Figure 1). The
rationale for employing this framework is that it comprises multiple methodological
stages that can be used to guide the review process, contributing to transparency and
systematicity, and in the future, replicability, of the process of identifying, extracting,
and synthesising relevant qualitative data.

3.1 Design research questions

To address the gaps in terms of ambiguity in how bilingual education is implemented
and experienced in China, we developed the following research questions:
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1) How is bilingual education implemented in China?
2) What do Chinese teachers and learners think about bilingual education?
3) How is bilingual education in China evaluated in research?

3.2 Keywords identified for conducting the literature search

Our focus is on “bilingual education”. As Chong and Plonsky (2021) mentioned,
interchangeable words should be taken into consideration. Thus, “immersion”,
“translanguaging” and “plurilingual®” were chosen as keywords. Based on these
keywords, the following search string was developed and used to perform the search
for this review:

(“bilingual education” OR “bilingual*” OR “translanguaging” OR “immersion” OR “pluri-
lingual*”) AND (“China” OR “Chinese”)

3.3 Literature search conducted

We searched for studies in an exploratory way (Chong and Reinders 2020). The
search was conducted in the following databases in March 2022: Web of Science,
Scopus, and ERIC. The rationale for choosing these databases is twofold: (1) they can
process the search strings verbatim; (2) Scopus and Web of Science allow for
considerable length of the search queries to up to 1,000 terms (Gusenbauer and
Haddaway 2020). Thus, ERIC, Scopus, and Web of Science are deemed appropriate
databases to provide accurate and comprehensive search results.

The first author initially filtered the studies following the steps listed in Chong
and Reinders (2020; see Figure 2). We selected ‘Title’ and ‘Abstract’, listed all relevant
articles, browsed through all titles and abstracts, and included all articles that
matched the inclusion criteria. In total, 384 articles were included (see Figure 3). One
hundred and nine articles with irrelevant contexts (research in a country other than
China), 103 articles with irrelevant topics, 94 duplicate articles, and 26 secondary
studies were excluded in the pre-screening and screening stages. After excluding
these 332 articles, four of the remaining 52 articles were inaccessible, resulting in 48
articles.



DE GRUYTER MOUTON Bilingual education in China =—— 7

Input keywords

\!
Select “Title” AND “Abstract”
v
List all the articles by relevance
v
Skim the titles
v

Keyword included in the titles

[

@ Skim the abstracts
v

Abstracts include
keyword

I

Figure 2: Searching and first-screening articles (Chong and Reinders 2022, p. 6).

3.4 Evaluate literature using inclusion criteria

The second screening followed the inclusion criteria in Table 1. The search frame was
between 2018 and 2022, which provides the latest primary research on bilingual
education. Particularly, we focused on primary studies because we are interested in
the implementation of bilingual education in China, not just the theories that
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Figure 3: Flow chart of study selection (based on Page et al. 2021).

underpin the concept of bilingual education. We only included publications written
in English because we are affiliated with UK universities, and we can mainly access
publications written in English. We acknowledge that there are some high-quality
publications written in languages other than English that were excluded, which is
one of the limitations of this review.

Table 1: Inclusion criteria of the QRS.

Criteria Description

Time frame Publications available between 2018 and 2022
Location Mainland China

Language English

Type of publication Primary studies

Participants of studies English learners and teachers in mainland China

Conceptualization There is a section explicitly discussing bilingual education (or its alternative
terms).
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Following the search process (see Figure 3), We downloaded all 48 articles, of
which we excluded three articles that do not contain an explicit section that discusses
bilingual education, 14 articles with irrelevant research questions, eight studies in
areas other than in mainland China, one secondary study, one study about Chinese as
a second language and foreign language respectively, and four duplicate articles.
Sixteen studies were included in this qualitative synthesis of research.

3.5 Data extraction and synthesis

With the 16 included studies, information related to the research questions was
extracted into a form adapted from Chong and Reinders’ (2022) (see Appendix I). The

Three pilot studies

|
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Extract 16 studies
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Create anoverview form of 16 studies

s : R Research question 1 Research question 2 Research question 3
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analysis analysis analysis

Implementation

Code
Code Code Code
research
methods participants locations
questions .
inl6 inl6 inlé
inl6 )
studies studies studies
studies
Y Synthesize

Figure 4: Analysis procedure of the 16 studies.
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first author analysed and categorised the articles (see Figure 4). Twelve of the 16
articles were about Chinese-English bilingual education, and the remaining four
were about bilingual education in minority languages (e.g., Mongolian) and Chinese.
After co-developing the data extraction form with the second author, who is expe-
rienced in conducting research synthesis in language education, the first author
extracted three studies using the extraction form and they were checked by the
second author to ensure accurate data were extracted. After receiving feedback, the
first author began to extract the remaining studies. The completed 16 data extraction
forms were reviewed by both authors independently. Queries related to the
extracted information were discussed and resolved during a series of bi-weekly face-
to-face meetings that spanned across two months. After completing the 16 extraction
forms, we produced an overview form summarising the 16 studies (see Appendix II),
which consists of contexts, types of bilingual education (e.g., translanguaging, im-
mersion), research methods, and findings to provide a holistic view of the included
studies.

Based on the 16 extracted forms and the overview form, we synthesised the
background information of 16 studies (e.g., research questions, methods, partici-
pants, locations) and the three research questions. The synthesis was conducted
using grounded theory (Thornberg et al. 2014), as it is an inductive analytical
approach, building data-driven conceptual understanding, which accords with the
purpose of this study; that is, to identify bilingual education models and stake-
holders’ perceptions towards bilingual education in China. We collated data from
included studies to extraction forms with different focuses (research questions,
research methods, participants, locations) and developed concepts and categories
for each term in an inductive way. The study generated descriptive and conceptual
categories through initial, focused, and axial coding (see Appendix III). In this
study, the first author coded the 16 extraction forms line-by-line in the initial coding
phase. Then, descriptive categories were developed to classify the extracted in-
formation in the focused coding phase. Finally, the related descriptive categories
were combined into one conceptual category in the axial coding stage. The first
author met with the second author bi-weekly to discuss every coding stage and at
times they had discussions on the challenges the first author had. In the meetings,
the second author also reviewed a sample of the coded data and offered feedback
and suggestions when necessary. We have prepared a narrative summary of the
meetings that we had concerning data extraction and synthesis, as well as photos of
the notes that the second author took during the meeting (see Supplementary
Material online).
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4 Findings and discussion
4.1 Background information of the 16 studies

There are 41 research questions in the 16 studies, which are classified into two
categories, internal and external focuses. Internal focus is endorsed by 27 research
questions about teachers’ and learners’ perceptions, and bilingual practices. It
consists of six conceptual categories. Of the six categories, there are 11 questions
about perceptions and practices (e.g., Wang 2021). There are seven questions about
the effectiveness of bilingual education for learners (e.g., Wang 2021), and four
questions about the difference in learners’ performance under different bilingual
practices (e.g., Yu et al. 2019). Three questions are about the adaptability of bilingual
education in different contexts (e.g., Xiong and Feng 2018). Only one question is about
the role of teachers in translanguaging (Troedson and Dashwood 2018) and teaching
or learning strategies in bilingual education respectively (Zhou and Mann 2021).

On the other hand, the external focus of the research questions is about external
environments or contexts (endorsed by 15 research questions), which consisted of five
conceptual categories. Eight of the questions are about external factors that influence the
implementation of bilingual education. For example, Yang (2018) referred to a question
about the factors affecting the quality of bilingual teaching. There are three questions
about reflections and recommendations for the implementation of hilingual education
(e.g., Hiller 2021). It is closely followed by questions about the relationship between
environment and achievement (endorsed by two research questions) (Wang and Leh-
tomdki 2022). Unique characteristics in the Chinese context (Xiong and Feng 2018) and
the assessment of bilingual education (*Yang 2018) were the research questions in two
studies. Coding of research questions of the 16 studies is shown in Appendix III.

In terms of research methods, nine studies adopted mixed methods by con-
ducting questionnaires, class observations, surveys, tests, documents, field notes,
interviews, and focus groups (e.g., Wang 2021). Four studies used qualitative research
methods such as classroom observations, videotaping, field notes, documents, and
interviews (e.g., Guo 2022), while only three studies used quantitative research
methods, that is, questionnaires (e.g., Wang et al. 2018).

As for participants in the 16 studies, 11 studies had mature language learners
from higher education institutions (e.g., Wang 2021) who are able to provide more in-
depth and accurate reflection on their own learning experiences. These were fol-
lowed by learners in primary schools (n = 3) (e.g., Rehamo and Harrell 2018)* and
secondary schools (n = 3) (e.g., Xiong and Feng 2018).

1 Participants in Rehamo and Harrell (2018) are from both primary and secondary schools.
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Figure 5: Types of bilingual education in 16 studies.

As for location, seven studies were conducted in eastern China. Notably, the
seven studies conducted in eastern areas of China were all about English-Chinese
bilingual education. Seven studies were conducted in western China, four of which
were about minority languages and Mandarin. Western areas are usually less
economically developed areas in China and the introduction of Mandarin remains a
challenge. It is worth noting that Zuo and Walsh (2021) conducted the study in two
schools located in an eastern city and a southwestern city respectively. *Wang and
Curdt-Christiansen (2019) noted that the study was conducted in the central region of
China. The remaining two studies did not mention the location.

4.2 Findings and discussion based on the research questions
4.2.1 RQ1 - How is bilingual education implemented in China?

The included studies reported four conceptual categories (see Figure 5), including
translanguaging (n =7), immersion (n = 3), learner-centred bilingual education (n = 1),
and five studies without specifying the type(s) of bilingual education. The coding
scheme of the implementation of bilingual education is shown in Appendix IV.
Among the seven studies about translanguaging (see Figure 6), two studies
are about ‘translanguaging with content-based instruction (CBI) (Troedson and
Dashwood 2018; Wang 2021), which emphasized the significance of understanding
subject-specific content. CBI classes include the instruction of subject content and
language-related activities, and teachers are required to teach both content knowl-
edge and the second language (L2) (Wang 2021). Similarly, complex content-based
concepts were explained using two languages in Troedson and Dashwood (2018).
There are also two studies about ‘translanguaging in English as a foreign language
(EFL) classroom’ (Guo 2022; Zuo and Walsh 2021). One study is about ‘translanguaging
in English for academic purposes (EAP) (Hiller 2021), ‘translanguaging in content and
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language integrated learning (CLIL) (Zhou and Mann 2021), and ‘translanguaging
practices’ (Wang and Curdt-Christiansen 2019) respectively. Specifically, EAP teachers
designed writing tasks that employed translanguaging; for example, a short paper
for discussing an important Chinese cultural notion (Hiller 2021). In CLIL classrooms,
a theme-based reading course was conducted to develop learners’ language
proficiency and content knowledge in Zhou and Mann (2021). In this study, trans-
languaging was implemented with three strategies: explanatory strategies, attention-
raising strategies, and rapport-building strategies. Explanatory strategies refer to the
textbook content explained in a combination of English and Chinese; attention-raising
strategies refer to translanguaging being employed to raise learners’ attention to
important teaching points; Rapport-building strategies are usually adopted on two
occasions: teachers intend to keep the natural flow of interaction when learners are
unable to understand concepts; teachers participate in learners’ group discussions
when they overwhelmingly rely on their L1 (Zhou and Mann 2021).
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Figure 6: Sub-types of bilingual education.
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Similarly, four translanguaging practices were adopted by Wang and Curdt-
Christiansen (2019): bilingual label quest, simultaneous code-mixing, cross-language
recapping, and dual-language substantiation. Bilingual label quest refers to adopting
the labels in another language to show the concepts in one language (Wang and
Curdt-Christiansen 2019). Simultaneous code-mixing refers to the use of Chinese and
English in meaning-making (Wang and Curdt-Christiansen 2019). Cross-language
recapping refers to repeating the course content in another language, which has been
taught in one language (Wang and Curdt-Christiansen 2019). The major difference
between cross-language recapping and bilingual label quest lies in the fact that the
latter only focuses on concepts. The fourth practice is dual-language substantiation,
referring to the co-construction of knowledge based on two languages (Wang and
Curdt-Christiansen 2019).

Among the three studies about immersion (Wang et al. 2018; Xiong and Feng
2018; Yao 2022; see Figure 6), one study is subsumed under ‘dominant use of English
in class’, which means English is used as the medium of instruction while the use of
Mandarin (L1) is allowed (Xiong and Feng 2018); the other two studies are coded as
‘one-way immersion’. In one-way immersion classes, L1is forbidden in the class, and
teachers are only allowed to speak in English (Fleckenstein et al. 2019; Yao 2022).
Similarly, Chinese learners are also taught in English in Wang et al. (2018).

One study is grouped under ‘learner-centred bilingual education’ (Figure 6) (Yu
et al. 2019). Yu et al. (2019) did not point out explicitly the type of bilingual education,
but they introduced three teaching modes used in Mongolia for fluent bilinguals,
limited bilinguals, and Mandarin monolinguals respectively. The reason these three
teaching modes are labelled as ‘learner-centred bilingual education’ is that three
teaching modes are implemented according to learners’ abilities and levels. Fluent
bilinguals’ teaching mode refers to learners being taught in Mongolian and Chinese
as a subject (Yu et al. 2019). On the contrary, limited bilinguals’ teaching mode means
learners being taught in Chinese, while the heritage language, Mongolian, is the
subject. The teaching mode used for Mandarin monolinguals refers to Chinese being
used as the only language in class (Yu et al. 2019).

The above findings suggest that bilingual education is a rather loose pedagogical
concept rather than specific approach(es) to language teaching. According to Wang
(2010), the definition of bilingual education is loose because the understandings of
what bilingual education constitutes range widely. It is demonstrated in the fact that
five studies (31.25%) did not mention the types of bilingual education (see Figure 6)
but used the overarching term ‘bilingual education’ in the studies (e.g., Yang 2018).
Specifically, two of these studies (Li 2018; Wang and Lehtoméki 2022) described the
pedagogical approach used to teach the target language without referring to a spe-
cific type of bilingual education, such as immersion. The other three did not mention
how bhilingual education was implemented in their studies at all (Rehamo and Harrell
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2018; Wang et al. 2021; Yang 2018). Additionally, a more well-refined categorisation
should be applied in bilingual education because there are five studies that do not
specify type(s) of bilingual education. According to Azzam (2019), factors such as
contexts and desired outcomes should be taken into consideration to define new
types of bilingual education.

Bilingual education programs mentioned in the 16 studies were implemented for
different durations (Appendix V) and using different materials (Appendix VI). Four
studies mention the duration of the bhilingual education program (e.g., Guo 2022), of
which two studies implemented bilingual education for less than 50 h (i.e., 48 h in Guo
2022, and 38 h in Li 2018) and the other two studies implemented bilingual education
for over 50 h (i.e., a two-year period in Wang and Curdt-Christiansen 2019, and 13 days
in Rehamo and Harrell 2018). The other 12 studies did not specify the duration of the
bilingual education program. Regarding materials, three studies introduce the ma-
terials used in the programs, including the textbook Gogo Loves English in Guo (2022),
a Chinese textbook published in 2006 (Li 2018), and a textbook with philosophical and
scientific knowledge in Rehamo and Harrell (2018). The other 13 studies did not
mention any materials used (e.g., Wang 2021). From a practitioner’s perspective,
teachers’ primary concern is the materials that can be used to teach bilingual classes
and the duration of a bilingual program. However, such information is absent from
the majority of the included studies. Similar to our earlier observation about types of
bilingual education, researchers appear to adopt the term ‘hilingual education’ quite
loosely without providing an operational definition that reflects how it is practised.
Hew et al. (2019), while focusing on research on educational technology, indicated
that research that is under-theorised may have limited relevance to scholarship and
practice.

4.2.2 RQ2 - How do the Chinese teachers and learners think about bilingual
education?

Three studies report teachers’ view that learners benefit from bilingual education
(Guo 2022; Troedson and Dashwood 2018; Xiong and Feng 2018), and only one study
reports that teachers think it is challenging to implement bilingual education (Wang
2021), while the remaining 12 studies do not discuss teachers’ perspectives at all (e.g.,
Li 2018; Yang 2018). Among the three studies coded as ‘bilingual education benefits
learners’, two studies are about how translanguaging helps learners to self-improve
(Guo 2022; Troedson and Dashwood 2018) and one study is about ways that immer-
sion helps with learners’ performance (Xiong and Feng 2018). Specifically, in
Troedson and Dashwood (2018) and Guo (2022), teachers indicate that trans-
languaging helps learners understand materials, develop critical thinking, and ex-
press themselves. Teachers in Wang (2021) find it difficult to insist on the use of
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Figure 7: Teachers’ perceptions towards bilingual education.

English in group discussions or in-class activities among learners. Teachers mention
that learners always revert from English to Chinese (Wang 2021). To sum up,
teachers’ perceptions toward bilingual education are largely ignored and learners
are the main stakeholders in the included studies. It is important to consider the
views of other stakeholders in future research to develop a more holistic under-
standing of bilingual education and other educational issues (Bond et al. 2021). The
coding scheme of teachers’ perceptions is presented in Appendix VII and the analysis
of the teachers’ perceptions is shown in Figure 7.

As for learners’ perceptions, seven studies mention ‘approval of bilingual edu-
cation’ (e.g., Wang 2021), while two studies show ‘disapproval of bilingual education’
(Yang 2018; Yao 2022), and one study shows ‘the factor affecting usefulness of bilin-
gual education’ (Wang et al. 2018) and ‘mixed perceptions’ (Zhou and Mann 2021) of
learners respectively. The other five studies do not mention learners’ perceptions
(e.g., Zuo and Walsh 2021). Bilingual education is conducive to learners in various
ways. For example, learners benefit from better employment prospects, further
study opportunities (Troedson and Dashwood 2018), and better comprehension of
content being taught (Guo 2022). However, two studies show ‘disapproval of bilingual
education’ (Yang 2018; Yao 2022). Specifically, about 33% of learners in Yang (2018)
have difficulties comprehending content in two languages and following teaching
schedules; most learners in Yao (2022) indicate that bilingual education is costly and
detrimental to their confidence. Aside from this, learners in Yang (2018) express that
poor practices of hilingual teaching make language learning stressful. *Wang et al.
(2018) points out that the English proficiency of learners affects bilingual education.
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Figure 8: Learners’ perceptions towards bilingual education.

Additionally, Zhou and Mann (2021) present mixed perceptions toward bilingual
education, in which 72% of learners believe bilingual education negatively affects
their language choice. The other five studies did not mention how learners perceive
bilingual education (e.g., Zuo and Walsh 2021). The coding scheme of learners’ per-
ceptions is shown in Appendix VIII, and the analysis of learners’ perceptions is
shown in Figure 8.

Focusing on learners’ perceptions, we investigated the benefits and challenges of
bilingual education discussed in the 16 studies. Ten studies mentioned the benefits of
bilingual education. Among the ten studies, five studies mentioned bilingual edu-
cation is conducive to learners’ mastery of content and language (e.g., Wang 2021).
Specifically, Wang (2021) mentioned that bilingual education can develop a deeper
comprehension of the content without the pressure of using two languages simul-
taneously and facilitate learners’ acquisition of the target language. In a similar vein,
learners in Troedson and Dashwood (2018) indicated that bilingual education can
develop the target language. Wang and Curdt-Christiansen (2019) showed that
bilingual education can facilitate disciplinary learning, and learners perform better
than monolinguals (Xiong and Feng 2018). Additionally, learners’ self-improvement
was mentioned by three studies (e.g., Troedson and Dashwood 2018), in particular,
cognitive development and confidence. Provision of resources (n = 2) (Hiller 2021;
Wang and Curdt-Christiansen 2019) includes communicative resources and linguistic
resources. Bilingual education helps learners maintain interactions between mi-
nority culture and mainstream society (n = 2) (Wang and Lehtoméki 2022; Yu et al.
2019). Preserving heritage culture and language was mentioned by one study
(Rehamo and Harrell 2018). The remaining six studies did not mention the benefits of
bilingual education (e.g., Yang 2018). The coding scheme of the benefits of bilingual
education is shown in Appendix IX.
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Challenges of bilingual education were divided into two categories: challenges
resulted from contextual factors and learner factors. Among the 16 included studies,
contextual factors were mentioned by five studies (e.g., Wang 2021). First, the
dominance of monolingual education and stereotypical view towards bilingual ed-
ucation hamper the implementation of bilingual education (n = 2) (Wang 2021; Yang
2018). The mismatch between bilingual education and societal needs (n = 3) (Wang
et al. 2018; Wang and Curdt-Christiansen 2019; Yao 2022). The challenges of bilingual
education are also caused by learner factors (n = 14). Firstly, learners’ needs in
bilingual education are largely ignored (n = 3) (Guo 2022; Wang and Curdt-
Christiansen 2019; Yang 2018). Then, bilingual education is expensive for learners
from rural areas, which causes a financial burden on learners and their families
(n = 2) (Wang et al. 2018; Yao 2022). Other factors include that learners lack a solid
language foundation and knowledge (n = 2) (Rehamo and Harrell 2018; Wang et al.
2021), lack of confidence (n = 1) (Yao 2022), and lack of incentives (n = 1) (Rehamo and
Harrell 2018). Additionally, the effectiveness of bilingual education is affected by
teaching and learning factors, such as learners’ attitudes, teachers’ language profi-
ciency level, assessment methods, and teaching methods (n = 2) (Li 2018; Yang 2018).
Learners’ insufficient communication in activities among peers (n = 2) (Wang 2018;
Wang and Curdt-Christiansen 2019), and insufficient teacher training (n = 1) (Rehamo
and Harrell 2018) are the other two challenges. The other seven articles did not
introduce challenges of bilingual education (e.g., Troedson and Dashwood 2018). The
coding scheme of the challenges of bilingual education is shown in Appendix X.

4.2.3 RQ3 - How is bilingual education in China evaluated in research?

There are 11 studies coded under ‘perceptual’ (e.g., Wang 2021), which refers to the
use of evaluation tools that focus on the perceptions of participants. Two studies
evaluate learners’ ‘performance’ (in language tests) (Wang et al. 2021; Yu et al. 2019).
The remaining three studies are about ‘perception and performance’ (Li 2018;
Rehamo and Harrell 2018; Xiong and Feng 2018). A possible reason for researchers to
adopt more perceptual evaluation tools is that improvement in performance, as
reflected in the scores in language tests, would not be noticeable in the short run. In
the two studies that specify the duration of bilingual education, the practice was
implemented for less than 50 h (Guo 2022; Li 2018). This shows that bilingual edu-
cation was implemented as a short-term practice rather than longitudinally. Another
reason may be that 11 studies (68.75%) focus on university language learners (e.g.,
Wang 2021). Learners in higher education are more mature and can provide more
accurate responses about their perceptions towards bilingual education. According
to Bond et al. (2021), the reason perceptions of stakeholders are usually evaluated in



DE GRUYTER MOUTON Bilingual education in China =—— 19

lieu of actual learning behaviour or grade differences is because the former is easier
to be carried out. The associated coding scheme can be found in Appendix XL

Eight studies adopted questionnaires (e.g., Wang 2021), followed by seven studies
using interviews (e.g., Yao 2022). Questionnaires and interviews are the two tools
most frequently used, which results in 11 studies focusing on participants’ percep-
tions. Six studies adopted class observation (e.g., Guo 2022) and four studies adopted
tests (e.g., Li 2018). Particularly, among the eight studies that use questionnaires,
Wang (2021) adopted open questions about the intersection between CBI and
translanguaging. Similarly, Yang (2018) also included an open question in the ques-
tionnaire about the opinions about bilingual teaching. Interviews were carried out in
Yang (2018) about the different attitudes toward bilingual education among learners
with varied English levels. As for tests, Li (2018) adopted Gates-MacGinitie Reading
Comprehension Test and Gates-MacGinitie Vocabulary Test (pp. 902-903). They were
used to measure learners’ reading comprehension and vocabulary knowledge by
providing short passages with multiple-choice questions and asking learners to
identify target words among items with similar meanings. The findings of most of the
included studies suggest that bilingual education in China is largely effective.
However, the research tools used to gauge its effectiveness focus on specific language
skills (e.g., reading) rather than learners’ holistic linguistic competence. As Gibb
(2015) mentioned, assessment of the four language skills (i.e., listening, reading,
writing, speaking) is critiqued because it reduces language to an individualised task
where communication is largely ignored, that is, ignoring the integration of social
conditions involved in the use of skills. Thus, assessment of holistic linguistic
competence (e.g., communicative competence) is viewed to be more contextualised
than assessment of the four language skills in isolation. The coding scheme of
evaluation mechanism is presented in Appendix XII.

5 Conclusion

The findings show that translanguaging and immersion are the two types of bilingual
education most prevalently implemented in the 16 studies focused on bilingual ed-
ucation in China. Learners’ and teachers’ perceptions are the two stakeholders most
frequently mentioned, in which the former is largely positive while the latter is less
mentioned among the 16 studies. Additionally, most studies focus on evaluating the
effectiveness of bilingual education in relation to stakeholders’ perceptions and
experiences, for instance, through semi-structured interviews.

Based on the reported findings and discussion, we offer recommendations to
researchers and practitioners. For researchers, a more refined categorization of
bilingual education needs to be adopted in future studies. To ensure future research
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on hilingual education in China is ecologically valid, it is crucial to clarify and define
the type of bilingual education being studied in future studies. Equally important,
researchers should strive to document how bilingual education is implemented
including its duration, materials used, and lesson activities. Secondly, in addition to
learners’ perspectives, researchers could focus more on the perceptions of teachers
and other stakeholders including parents in future studies. The current research
base emphasizes learners’ perceptions, while neglecting those of teachers and other
stakeholders. In addition to teachers, other stakeholders should also be taken into
consideration, such as, principals, and policymakers (Bond et al. 2021). Other
stakeholders’ opinions are vital to shedding a more comprehensive light on bilingual
education. Third, longitudinal research and more diverse language proficiency tests
can be adopted in future studies to evaluate the effectiveness of bilingual education.
Most of the included studies are short-lived (Guo 2022; Li 2018), which may affect the
evaluation of the effectiveness of bilingual education. Additionally, the evaluation
mechanism in current bilingual education studies in China focuses more on learners’
performance in reading in lieu of other language skills. A more holistic assessment of
learners’ linguistic competence in the target language needs to be included to fully
gauge the usefulness of bilingual education.

For practitioners, our synthesised findings reveal that teachers need to receive
adequate training to ensure effective implementation of bilingual education. The
quality of hilingual education is determined by teachers’ understanding of bilingual
education and their own experience as learners. Yang (2018) shows that learners are
overburdened because the quality of bilingual education is unsatisfying, and Wang
et al. (2018) indicated that the poor quality of bilingual education results from
teachers’ limited language proficiency. Teacher training is conducive to teachers’
professional and language development, which are essential to improving the
quality of bilingual education in China.

This research synthesis is not without limitations. The inclusion of only 16
studies may not fully capture the current situation of bilingual education in China.
For example, the current study only focuses on primary studies about bilingual
education rather than secondary studies, which may result in excluding other
important work in this area of research. It also only includes studies indexed in three
databases and, as the topic is on bilingual education in China, it is likely that some
publications are published in Chinese, which is beyond the scope of this review. As a
result, future studies could include more studies by setting a longer time frame and
include publications in other languages.
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